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ABSTRACT

Online education is increasingly adopted by universities and colleges today. One issue with the online course environment is
the lack of student-to-student interaction and peer learning. The purpose of this report is to discuss a peer lecture assignment
to encourage interaction and peer learning in online classes. The author also shares their experience conducting this
assignment during the past few semesters.
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INTRODUCTION

With the rapid development of Internet technologies, online course enrollment has been on the increase in recent years.
According to Kaya (2010), colleges report an online enrollment increase of more than 21% in 2009, which was the highest
annual increase in the past years. According to the report, the total of 5.6 million students was enrolled in online classes in
fall 2009.
Online education attracts students with a number of benefits, including constant availability of course materials, flexible
schedule, and saving of time and money from commuting. A number of course management systems such as Blackboard and
WebCT provide an easy to use platform for today’s technology savvy college students; at the same time, technologies such as
online discussion boards, podcasts, and chat rooms make interacting with professors very convenient.
Despite the several benefits of online course environment, there are some concerns on the quality of online education. One of
the concerns is a lack of interaction among students. This paper will describe how peer-to-peer teaching, a form of
collaborative learning, can enhance student learning in an online course on the subject of Advanced Accounting Information
Systems.
PEER LEARNING: A CHALLENGE IN ONLINE COURSES

A typical online course is formatted as a Blackboard, WebCT, or some other course management system site, with a lot of
course materials available for download, such as lectures, assignments, and projects. Emails, discussion boards, and chat
rooms can be set up for interactions with the professor and other students. Interaction among students, a highly effective
learning tool, however, is not well facilitated by those tools (Rogers, 2011). While there may be many ways to try to actively
engage students in interacting with and learning from each other, peer teaching, or peer lecture, may be one useful tool.
Peer Lecture: Learning by Teaching Others

Peer teaching is a form of collaborative learning that places students in the role of instructor (Miller, Groccia and Miller,
2001). As a peer lecturer, a student is responsible of selecting topics, developing lectures, and implementing teaching
activities. There are several benefits of peer teaching. Students involved in peer teaching are more likely to develop a deeper
understanding of the course materials than those who did not (Ramaswamy, Hene and Tschirner, 2001). Peer teaching
approach has been adopted by various education programs. For example, Wagner (2005) used peer teaching in a landscape
architecture class and reported very positive results. In that study, students found peer teaching experience to be valuable to
their learning. Also, peer teaching was found to provide students opportunity to begin transitioning from academic to
professional life (Wagner and Gansemer-Topf, 2005).
In the peer lecture assignment, students are expected to develop and deliver a PowerPoint lecture with audio in Blackboard, a
courseware for online classes. At the beginning of the semester, students are asked to propose three topics and three time
slots; the professor then collect the proposals and assign each student a unique topic and time slot. Once the topic and
schedule is set up, students will conduct their activities as peer lecturers and student participants during the semester. Table 1
lists the specific tasks for the peer lecturer role and the student participant role.
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Peer Lecturer’s Role
Conduct research, reading and development of the PowerPoint of
around 15 slides.
Record the audio lectures and embed them in the PowerPoint
presentation. The presentation should be about 15 minutes long.

Student Participant’s Role
Review and listen to peer lecture
each week
Reflect on the lecture, ask questions
and give feedback
Interact with other participants

Post the PowerPoint presentation in the assigned Blackboard
Discussion Board by the assigned deadline.
During the following week after the presentation is due, the lecturer
serves as the Discussion Board host to answer any questions and
comments the class may have.
Table 1. Tasks for Peer Lecturer Role and Student Participant Role

The peer lecture assignment is evaluated based on a student’ performance both as a lecturer and as a participant. As the
lecturer, the student is evaluated on timely submission, contribution to the class, depth of knowledge/analysis, organization,
creativity, and interaction with class. As student participant, the student is evaluated on his/her activeness in the discussions,
such as time spent on reading the postings, frequencies of postings, and quality of postings.
The peer lectures are assigned throughout the semester, with one or two lectures for each week. Table 2 lists a sample
schedule.
Week

Lecturer

Topic

Lecture
Due

Forum Post for
Following Week
(Mon-Sun)

2

a. Fokuo
b. Mcguire

a. An analysis of recent accounting scandal
b. How to set up a 501(c) 3 non-profit

9/11

9/12 to 9/18

3

a. Owens

9/18

9/19 to 9/25

b. Slater

a. 2010 Accounting Sandal: Satyam Computer
Services Limited
b. Analysis of Enron accounting scandal

4

Comer

Bernie Madoff Investment Scandal

9/25

9/26 to 10/2

5

Smith

Creating a database to automate monthly audit
reports

10/2

10/3 to 10/9

6

Pennington

A fraud case involving the President of a public
university

10/9

10/10 to 10/16

Table 2. Sample Peer Lecture Schedule

After the topics and schedule is finalized, discussion boards are set up in Blackboard for each lecture. The peer lecturer is
expected to post his/her presentation by the due date, and serve as host for the following week.
DISCUSSIONS
Peer Lecture Topic Selection

Selecting an interesting and relevant topic is very important in peer lecture success. Student involvement in this process will
help motivate them in developing high quality products later. In this assignment, students propose three peer lecture topics in
the order of preference; then the professor will collect all proposals and assign each student a topic. This ensures an even
distribution of topic areas and avoids conflicts. Students are free to choose any topic as long as it is related to the course
subject – Accounting Information Systems (AIS). Since this field is cross-disciplinary, both accounting and information
systems topics are welcome. Some popular topics covered include:
Tips on successful AIS careers
A comparison and contrast of common AIS software and/or the manufacturers
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A tutorial on practical skills that can be useful to all class members, e.g. how to set up your laptop system to prevent
hacking and fraud during business travel
An analysis of a recent accounting scandal
Asynchronous vs. Synchronous Communication in Peer Teaching

There are two options in delivering the peer lecture: synchronous or real time delivery and asynchronous delivery, like the
case here. Even though it is possible to conduct live peer lecture session, the author observed that students prefer the
asynchronous mode much better, because it gives them time to revise their presentations and finding answers to questions.
Quality of Student Participation

Online discussion forums are a very useful tool to encourage student participation and interaction. However, there are two
main issues with online discussions:
Lack of student participation. Students don’t actively read, think about, and respond to discussion board postings (Lam,
2004).
Poor quality postings. According to Lam (2004), low-quality postings don’t provide new insight, repeat what has been
stated, or are not relevant to the main point of discussion.
Over the past few semesters of conducting the peer lecture assignment, the author observed much better quality in student
participation than before, when students were assigned to discuss on given topics. In this assignment, students are required to
review all peer lectures (one or two per week), ask questions, and provide feedback to the lecturers. From the instructor’s
observation, students feel more comfortable asking questions to peer lecturers than to the instructor.
Another area of quality control is to make sure students don’t limit themselves to the textbook materials. Since the peer
lecture is designed to complement and add to the textbook materials, students are expect to either discuss topics and/or
information that are not included in the textbook, or extend the textbook materials with further details, examples, or analyses.
A recap of textbook materials will not be enough for this assignment.
Student Satisfaction and Feedback on the Peer Lectures

Over the past few semesters of conducting the peer lecture assignment, the instructor has received a lot of positive feedback
from students. Table 3 lists some qualitative comments from students on this assignment.
I really enjoyed doing the peer lecture. It was fun researching my topic and I enjoyed learning from
others.
Peer Lectures were very good student interactive activities.
The peer lecture was good learning tool.
I really enjoyed the peer lecture. It was great to work with PowerPoint and share something new with the
class. I really enjoyed other people’s lectures throughout the semester and I learned a lot from them.
I enjoyed the research and putting together the PowerPoint.
I feel that some students did a great job, while others disappointed. I also felt that many did not
understand the proper format for a presentation.
Overall enjoyed the lectures.
I thought the peer lectures were very interesting. I can’t say that I was thrilled to do it, but I think it
helped to understand the course better.
I enjoyed doing this peer lecture and receiving good and bad reviews. It was a great real world
experience.
Love this idea. Gave me an opportunity to learn from others and get real interaction that I have not
experienced with an online class.
Excellent idea about the Peer Lecture and My overall satisfaction with the Peer Lecture is 10. Note: rate
1-10, 10 being highest.
Table 3. Student Feedback on Peer Lecture Assignment
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CONCLUSION

Encouraging student interaction and peer learning in online classrooms has been a challenge. However, through careful
design of peer lecture assignments like the one discussed here, it is possible to actively engage students in researching, asking
and answer questions, and learning from each other. This paper describes a peer lecture assignment to encourage peer
leaning and participation in an online class environment, and reports on some preliminary feedback from students. Overall
the author was pleased with the outcomes of the peer lectures and the added value to student learning. Based on the current
findings, the author suggests that peer lecture is a valuable learning experience for students in an online education program.
Further research in this area may include collecting more qualitative and quantitative data from students on their satisfaction
and learning outcomes.
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